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Dedicated... ... to that forward-looking faith which motivated the early builders of Minnesota
and which is a source of our strength today.

The sketch above is based on an old wood engraving of the Chapel of St. Paul, first
church in what is now Minnesota's capital city, the site of which is marked by a boulder on
Kellogg Mall. Father Lucien Galtier described the building of the rule church in a letter of
1864:
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“...In the month of October, 1841, | had on the ... place logs cut and prepared and soon
a poor log church that would well remind one of the stable of Bethlehem was built ... On
November 1, | blessed the new basilica, smaller, indeed, than the basilica of St. Paul in
Rome, but as well adapted as the latter for prayer and love to arise therein from pious
hearts...”

Foreword

Christmas today is marked by lights which bubble nervously on the tree, near-human
dolls with an impressive array of natural functions and egg nog delivered right to your
door by the milkman. All of which may be nice, but the rash of gadgets, the neon-lighted
commercialism which characterize the contemporary season too often make it difficult for
us to remember the reason for Christmas.

Close upon two thousand years ago the birth of a baby brought to the world a message of
Hope and Peace, a message which is as bright and meaningful today as it was to those
waiting shepherds on the hills.

Perhaps a return to basic values, unfettered by the tinseled striving of business and
society, is the best therapy for this confused and fearful world.

With this thought in mind, we have turned backward to discover how the early builders of
our own state observed the holidays of Christmas, Thanksgiving and New Year's. Here is
a collection of true stories written by Minnesota pioneers, stories which include doughnuts
fried in coon's grease, a New Year's hymn sung by Indians in a lonely mission, hospitality
accorded strangers from New England and Sweden and St. Paul, the thought-provoking
proclamation of Minnesota's first Thanksgiving and dozens of other details which make
warm the fabric of pioneer holidays.

This collection of pioneer stories is timely since 1949 is the territorial centennial of
Minnesota when the entire state pauses to study the sturdy foundations of the state as
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built by our pioneering forefathers. The homely writings reprinted here reflect the spirit and
faith which guided the founders of Minnesota.

The Frontier Holiday does not pretend to be a scholarly work with a preponderance of
new historical material; indeed, much of the material has been reprinted before. But the
publishers do hope that the writings, collected in this form, will provide a pleasant and
informative hiatus in the work and worry of this jittery era.

If this book, with its simple narratives of holiday festivities often in a setting of primitive
hardships, reminds the reader of the real message of the holiday season—and if it does
awaken interest in the roots of our state, then it will have justified its publication.
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The editor's work on this volume gave him a hint of the vast material open to the public

in the Minnesota Historical Society and the Society's varied services to the citizens of the
state. The territorial centennial year of 1949 will dramatize the importance of the Society
among the institutions of the state. Minnesota citizens should be proud of its Historical
Society, not only for its leadership in the field, but for the fact that the Society has literally
grown up with Minnesota. The Historical Society was founded in October, 1949, only

a few months after the establishment of the Territory of Minnesota and, as the oldest
institution of the state, certainly stands as a tribute to the foresight of the pioneer founders
of Minnesota.
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The FRONTIER HOLIDAY
1

Christmas in Early Winona

Desolate Wabasha Prairie” served to describe for early St. Paulites the handful of houses
on the edge of the Mississippi that later grew into the substantial city we know as Winona.
Perhaps the St. Paulites of the early 1850's had a right—in their metropolitan center

of a couple of thousands of hopeful pioneers—to look down upon the scant downriver
settlement because Wabasha Prairie, soon to be renamed Winona, boasted then a mere
handful of wooden homes and unprepossessing business houses. But what the embryonic
Winona lacked in numbers was made up in old-fashioned, heart-warming hospitality.
Winona's first community Christmas dinner was recalled in later years by an early settler,
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Catherine Smith, who leads us to believe that doughnuts fried in coon's grease can be a
tasty holiday delicacy. This account is among the Orrin F. Smith Papers in the Minnesota
Historical Society.

In the early Winter of 1852, a sleighing party which had for its object the taking to ride in
one sleigh, of every lady then a resident in Winona, was gotten up by two young settlers,
Irwin Johnson and Edwin Hamilton. The former drove the team while Mr. Hamilton looked
after the welfare of the ladies. Every lady resident of the prairie, as it was then called,
except two, who did not care to go, but for whom there was ample room, participated in
this sleigh ride. Mr. Hamilton, remarked, in delivering the invitations, that the 2 time was
not far distant when one sled would not carry all the female residents of this growing town.
Stops were made at all the “shanties” then on the prairie and where occupants were found
at home calls were made, while at the vacant ones the names of the callers were written in
lead pencil upon the door thereof by Mrs. “Elder” Hamilton.

The visits aroused considerable curiosity among the shanty dwellers, as lady visitors were
quite unusual. The ride was much enjoyed and on its completion it was decided to give a
public dinner on Christmas at which every resident should be present.

We fried doughnuts in coon's fat.

The Christmas dinner was given in the upper story of the Winona House on Water street,
in which Edwin Hamilton was keeping what was called Bachelor's Hall. The young men set
up stoves and Mrs. “Elder” Hamilton and myself looked after the culinary part of the dinner.
In the absence of the bird that usually graces the Christmas dinner we were obliged to

use coon, or rather several coons, with entrees of venison and wild goose. At the request
of the young men, who said it would not be a Christmas feast without them, we fried
doughnuts in coon's fat, and they were much relished.

By 11:00 o'clock every resident of Winona, old and young, big and little, except Mr. and
Mrs. Henry Gere and Mr. and Mrs. Thompson, some thirty in all were present. In addition 3
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to these were several from Minnesota City, besides some St. Paul men who were hauling
goods on the ice from La Crosse to St. Paul and who shortly before noon broke through
the ice on the river opposite the business part of the town. These men were assisted in
rescuing their teams and goods by our townsmen and invited to share the hospitalities of
our Christmas.

It is needless to say that our guests were surprised at their reception. One of them in a
short speech said that their knowledge of Winona was obtained from the St. Paul paper
which usually referred to our little town as desolate. Wabasha Prairie. He also expressed
his intention of seeing hereafter the town at which they partook of a public Christmas
dinner and which included in its menu five kinds of cake, three kinds of pies and plenty of
coon and venison.

The remnants of this dinner furnished us with a bountiful supper, of which all partook
except one man who had gone over the lake in search of fish. While we were at supper
this man came back and excitedly asked for a team and sled with which to haul his catch.

It turned out that this man found an air hole in the ice on the lake and he had but to dip

into the water to get all the fish he wanted. This find proved to be of nearly as much benefit
to the “Wabashaites” as it did the quails to the children of Israel when in the wilderness—
and was the beginning of many fishing trips. | remember one trip on which my husband,
accompanied by Edwin Hamilton, caught a great many fish. Mr. Goddard took for a net

a woolen shirt that had been tied up at the neck and sleeves and taking a position where
the stream was narrow held the improvised net in the creek, while Mr. Hamilton, who had
entered the stream further up, drove the fish into the net held by Mr. Goddard.

4
The Holidays of 1805 with Pike

The holiday season of 1805 was observed with few frills by Lt. Zebulon Pike and his small
force of men who were exploring the limitless wilderness of the North that winter. Pike
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had built a stockade at Little Falls, limit of navigation for his boats which had carried the
expedition from St. Louis, and struck northward to seek the source of the Mississippi. His
Christmas entry in his journal is re-printed in toto.

Wednesday, 25 th December. —Marched, and encamped at 11:00 o'clock: gave out two
pounds extra of meat, two pounds extra of flour, one gill of whiskey, and some tobacco, to
each man, in order to distinguish Christmas Day: distance advanced, three miles.

A week later Pike was in the Pine River area where he observed New Year's Day by
exploring ahead with a companion. The holiday was barely mentioned in his journal for the
day, although the hazards of the day's discoveries are made vivid for the contemporary
reader.

Wednesday, 1 st January, 1806.—Passed six elegant bark canoes, on the bank of the
river, which had been laid up by the Chippeways, also a camp which we conceived to have
been evacuated about ten days. My interpreter came after me in a great hurry, conjuring
me not to go so far a-head, and assured me that if the Chippeways encountered me
without an 5

| went on several miles farther than usual, in order to make discoveries...

interpreter, party, or flag, they would certainly kill me. But, notwithstanding this admonition,
| went on several miles farther than usual, in order to make discoveries, conceiving the
savages not to be so barbarous or ferocious, as to fire on two men (I had one with me)
who were apparently coming into their country, trusting to their generosity; and knowing
that if we met only two or three we were equal to them, | having my gun and pistols and
my companion his musket. Made some extra presents for new year's day.

6

Minneapolis Christmas: 1866
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Blaisdell is a well known street in the Minneapolis of today, but in December of 1866 the
name spelled Christmas fun to a homesick lad from New England. Many years afterwards
Walter Stone Pardee recalled the sleigh ride, holiday food and kissing games which
highlighted the Christmas party given by Mr. and Mrs. John T. Blaisdell. His sketch of the
party, which is among the Pardee Papers in the Minnesota Historical Society, gives us

a vivid picture of the rural landscape of the Blaisdell farm in the 1860's. The farm later
became Blaisdell's Addition to Minneapolis, and land where wheat once grew is now
crowded with the homes, apartments and business buildings of a great metropolitan
center.

Mr. John T. Blaisdell lived a few rods further south than we did, on Nicollet avenue, had an
old style farm and old, plain building: a low, roomy house of New England type with many
paned windows: had a big parlor, living room, kitchen and bedrooms all cozily grouped
under a motherly old roof. About three Christmas afternoon 1866, the Blaisdell families

of which there were three living on farms here and there in Minneapolis; met at Mr. John
T. Blaisdell's house, together with invited guests from other families—the Lockwoods for
instance our Buckmore farm neighbors. | as a boy must have been invited as a kindly act,
for Mrs. Blaisdell, as | learn of late, was a dear woman, kindly and hospitable. Likely there
were 20 children on hand. Long before dark Mr. Blaisdell got 7

He took us for a ride to the back of his farm, and this was at Lyndale avenue of today.

all who cared to go, into his big farm sleigh, that was bedded in straw, and he took us for a
ride to the back of his farm, half a mile west, and this was at Lyndale avenue of today. The
air was crisp, clear and cold, and boys and girls especially were wonderfully stimulated

to enjoy the substantial food soon to be offered. The road was out of the common way —
just a sort of what a New Englander of old would have called a cow path and regarded it
as leading to the “back forty.” Not a house was to be seen along the route, very likely, in
the region where there are hundreds of costly homes,—"Stanley Hall” a school for girls
fine streets. Mr. Blaisdell's swamp that reached across Lyndale avenue, has been filled,
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the street raised and over all the former swamp are houses and lawns. But that 1866
afternoon our brisk team pulled us merrily along thru snow drifts on just a plain farm upon
much of which Mr. Blaisdell raised wheat.

As to houses in sight even on Nicollet avenue, there were only two or three such as would
be on 160 acre farms. A little white school houses some way out was the biggest building
to be seen until far away at Lake street were two or three houses.

8

Our ride was cold, the sun set early and soon we were back to a most hospitable home,
permeated with good cheer as was Old Ward's home at Dingley Dell. Now the New
England supper came on—or dinner as we call the night meal. The table was piled with
the substantial and the fine. As at Dave Harum's Christmas dinner, “Sairy was for bringing
in and taking out, but folks at table did their own passing.”

What wonders there were in the way of boiled chicken for instance, the hearty vegetables,
the appetizing jellies and the cakes, pies and puddings so dear to the heart and so
satisfying to the stomach of the small boy, to say nothing of the likings of grownups.

And now came the jolly evening. The host looked after the interests of all; Mrs. Blaisdell
was kindness and tact in essence. “Mammy” the darkey cook took part with the rest of
us in the games. This was just after the Civil war when the darkeys had as many rights
respected as did anyone.

Then there were the usual kissing games.

In the games, Mammy was kissed duly at the bidding of the distributor of forfeits, Mrs.
Blaisdell doing the kissing; we children being a bit shy. Then there were the usual kissing
games, Myra Lockwood and | being popular in those, and likely looked “easy.” And after
that everybody played in bigger games 9 in which there were sedate marchings about the
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big room and near-attempts at dancing. Tho we were so near the great conflict, and there
had been so much sadness everywhere that most didn't care to dance.

This Christmas affair pleased me for it was New England again, or what | thot it should be.
There was no style; the things were not so primitive as those of the hospitable Dutchman
told of in the “Legend of Sleepy Hollow.” The low-ceilinged rooms suggested coziness
and comfort. The folks came from prosperous and peaceful homes and tho all worked
hard, all were unselfish and so agreeable. | left late, and happy enough, none to anxious
to go home to our humdrum and peculiar life. Most of those of that night are dead. Mr.
Blaisdell, a good farmer was not equal to the work of handling his farm as a real-estate
speculation, and tho the farm became Blaisdell's addition to the City of Minneapolis, and
is worth, as improved city lots, hundreds of thousands of dollars yet his money troubles
were many and he died a poor man. And his inability to care for so vast interests is quite
understandable when we reflect that a farmer is accustomed to slow motions in body and
mind; and perhaps is too tired to make good use of his imagination to develop a real estate
undertaking of great size.

The Christmas party was a bright spot in my life, so bright that the picture is little dimmed
after fifty-six years. | am grateful to the kindly folks who invited me to attend.

10

Christmas at the Head of Lakes

With the first settlement of Duluth, its hardy citizens were convinced their sprawling
community was a City of Destiny. Financial panics, railroad failures and busted mining
bubbles hindered Duluth's early growth, but the dream remained—sometimes bright,
sometimes tarnished.

In 1869, J. W. McClung, St. Paul author of the guidebook entitled Minnesota As It Is In
1870, sketchily reported on the pinebound potentialities of St. Louis County and Duluth.
“In this county are the Vermillion gold mines,” wrote McClung. “Since writing about them in

The frontier holiday; being a collection of writings by Minnesota pioneers who recorded their divers ways of observing Christmas,
Thanksgiving and New Year's http://www.loc.gov/resource/lhbum.48053



Library of Congress

Part First, further developments and tests of the quartz mills have not been encouraging,
and the prospect for profitable mining is not brilliant. [But think of the later bonanza in iron
that would make those dreams of gold pale by comparison.] Duluth ... has grown up within
this year (1869) from 4 or 5 families to a population of over 1200 ... and will in time make a
large city.”

The census of 1870 recorded a population of 3,131 for the giant county, most of which
was huddled under the cliffs at Duluth. But Christmas provided an hiatus in the struggle for
greatness, and the columns of The Duluth Minnesotian for December 21, 1872, give us a
hint of what was in store that year for holiday churchgoers.

The annual season for merry hearts approaches, and already, the secret whisperings of
the ladies, and the wisely knowing glances of the little ones, tells too plainly that Merry 11

Christmas trees will undoubtedly, mysteriously spring up in many parlors in the city.

Christmas is at hand. Unusual preparations are manifest everywhere. Among the public
entertainments may be mentioned the following, as far as notice has reached us:

Presbyterian Church. —W. G. Dickerson, Superintendant. Christmas Tree on Tuesday
evening at 6 o'clock, spreading its ample branches in the Sunday School, with apples of
gold on leaves of silver.

An after performance will be given in the Church Room, where will be displayed the
beautiful legendary drama, The Shepherds with allegorical tableaus, by the school.

Congregational Church. —W. S. Woodbridge, Superintendent. A Christmas Tree at
7 o'clock, Tuesday evening. By its fruits-ye shall know it. The evening will be further
enlivened by the sweet songs of the children, and other highly entertaining exercises.
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Methodist Church. —J. H. Avery, Superintendent. On Christmas Eve a supper for the
children at 6 o'clock in the 12 Lecture Room. Children, parents and congregation are
expected to participate, and make merry over the feast.

Baptist Church. —W. W. Billson, Superintendent. A Christmas Tree on Tuesday evening at
the Church, where sparkling eyes will wonder at the profusion.

Mission School, Minnesota Point. —J. L. Durant, Superintendent. On Christmas Eve a fine
Christmas Tree will be displayed at six o'clock. Many hearts are panting for the moment.

Christmas trees will undoubtedly, mysteriously spring up in many parlors in the city, where
it is expected their branches will draw the young tendrels in a closer bond of love.

We can guess that the children had a good Christmas in ‘72 at the Head of the Lakes, but
a short Apologetic in the skinny following issue of The Minnesotian suggests that Editor
Thos. H. Presnell had his Yuletide troubles.

For the first time since the establishment of the Minnesotian, in 1869, we are obliged to
this week present our readers with only a half-sheet. The combination of circumstances
which has impelled us to this course, briefly stated is this: 1st. The editor was confined

to his bed and room with sickness from Friday of last week until yesterday—and in fact
feels as though he should still be there. 2d.—On Monday morning our fastest compaositor
left us—which cripled us considerably. 3d.—On Monday we received the last copy for an
unfinished Law Brief which had to be finished in time for the Wisconsin Supreme Court
which meets next week—and to do which has taken the entire time and attention of our
best hand. Add to all this the fact that this is Christmas week, and we think our readers will
excuse the half-sheet.

13

An Indian Agent's Christmas
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For two decades after 1819, the Indian agent at old Fort Snelling was Major Lawrence
Taliaferro whose wisdom and honesty were an indelible influence on early Minnesota
history. A warm sketch of Major Taliaferro by a pioneer Minnesotan who knew the agent
as a child is available in Charlotte Ouisconsin Van Cleve's book, Three Score Years
and Ten, Life Long Memories of Fort Snelling and Other Parts of the West, published in
Minneapolis in 1888. She wrote:

“Major Laurence Taliaferro was for many years a member of our household, and we all
loved and honored him. He was very entertaining in conversation and full of anecdotes

of Virginia, which was his boyhood home. His father owned many slaves, and when he,
as a student in an eastern college, was home for vacation, he delighted to amaze the
Negro boys with his knowledge and excite their admiration. On one occasion he had been
using some pretty big words in a speech for their edification, branching out now and then
into Greek and Latin quotations, when one of them, overcome by his young master's
proficiency, exclaimed: ‘Oh, Massa Laurence, you larn so much since you done been to
college, you clar fool.” He liked to tell this story of himself, and admitted that the boy had
good ground for his sweeping conclusion.

“Dear Major Taliaferro, our happy-hearted, beloved and trusted friend, the faithful servant
of the government and humble follower of Christ. His picture and an accompanying 14
letter, sent me from his home in Bedford, Pennsylvania, when he was eighty-two years
old, are before me, and as | look on the well-known features, | repeat from my heart the
testimony of his biographer: ‘For more than twenty years an Indian agent, and yet an
honest man...”

Taliaferro's Christmas of 1827 is described in his yellowed journal which is now in the
Minnesota Historical Society.

Tuesday 25th Decr. 1827
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Christmas Day: Serenade this morning at 3 oclk by the Musicians from Fort Snelling.—
A few Yellow Kisses

At Daylight 3 rounds by the French Inhabitants of the Post with the usual complements of
the Season

Indians both Men & Women called at 11 oclk this day in considerable numbers to See
& Shake hands & express the feelings of the day—which they appear to have taken up
within the last Eight years from the Whites—the feelings of their hearts were expressed
before | was aware by a few Yellow Kisses—& amusing Scene.—

| merely mention the fore going attentions as being continued after a residence of Eight
Years in the Country.

15
A Christmas Fair of 1851

St. Paul was host in October, 1850, to Miss Fredrika Bremer, a Swedish writer who
subsequently wrote a book entitled Homes of the New World in which she described the
rude territorial capital: “The town is one of the youngest infants of the Great West, scarcely
eighteen months old, and yet it has increased in a short time to a population of 2,000
persons, and in a few years it will certainly be possessed of 22,000, for its situation is as
remarkable for beauty and healthiness as it is advantageous for trade.”

St. Paul in the census of 1850 counted 1,942, and the County of Ramsey—which then
included St. Anthony—2,197 Males and Females. While the 1850's until the panic of

‘57 saw a remarkable growth in the capital, it was merely a toehold of civilization on the
edge of a limitless wilderness. But even in those early days St. Paul society often showed
evidence of “an easy elegance of manners and a pleasant tone of refined conversation,
that was truly delightful.” The Minnesota Pioneer of December 25, 1851, printed a report—
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written by a single man who spiced his facts with dry comments—on a Ladies’ Fair which
inaugurated the Christmas season in a genteel fashion almost out of place in a frontier
village.

The ladies of Rev. Mr. Neill's society— the 1st Presbyterian Society—a held a Fair on
Tuesday evening last. The place of assemblage was Mr. Oakes’ residence—a spacious
and most commodious house, which he opened with a free heart. A 16 stock of articles, of
the various descriptions usually got up for sale on such occasions, was disposed of at fair
profit; and the tickets for supper were sold probably to some 150 persons at a living rate.
The amount of the proceeds was about $350.00.

The supper was excellent. It was made up of nearly every good eatable that the various
tastes and abilities of the contributors may have laid store—there were at least seven
baskets full left. Ninety plates were set on linen covered tables at one time. The ware was
all white, as the fashion is. Let us consider some of the viands which one would scarce
expect to see so far northwest, in the early times of St. Paul. There were oysters, and
sardines, and turkey, and lobster, and ice cream, made without freezing—pastries, and the
more staple meats, including buffalo tongue.

It seemed to have a salutary effect upon the feelings of everyone present. .. Indeed, one
great good of churches to the community is the civilizing and refining effect upon the
social feelings. .. Here applies the principle that man without the society of woman, is a
barbarian. Now women in these late tunes, are in fact the motive power to the church.
They, at least, suggest to the men the wants of the church, and devise ways and means
to get the money for it. In these enterprises, they lay out upon their most effective charms,
and so beguile us away from our idols, in groceries and saloons, that we haply forget what
manner of men we have been; go it blind for the women, for society and the church, and
perchance become tired of being a BACHELOR.

17
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Christmas in a Sod House

It must have been a thrill when that young people many snow-drifted miles beyond
Litchfield opened their primitive half-ground house to Hugo Nisbeth, a visitor from home,
who brought to them news from the old country and the sound of the old familiar tongue.
Nisbeth was a visitor from Sweden who travelled widely across America, and in 1874
his impressions were published in Stockholm. Entitled Tva Ari Amerika, (1872-1874);
Reseskildringar (Two Years in America (1872-1874); Accounts of Travel), his book
presents a vivid picture of life here in the booming seventies.

The following account of the Swedish family which observed reverently and joyously the
birth of Christ is from a translation of part of Nisbeth's book by Roy W. Swanson and is
reprinted from the December, 1927, number of Minnesota History, quarterly magazine of
the Minnesota Historical Society.

After about a four month's absence from Minnesota—during which time | traveled through
lowa, Nebraska, lllinois, and Wisconsin, and visited the larger cities’ on the eastern coast
of North America, as well as crossed Canada in different directions—I returned to “the land
of ten thousand lakes” in the middle of December, 1872. When last | was there waving
fields of grain greeted my eye, and green pastures, and a happy, industrious people who
joyfully turned to account the rich harvest 